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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 The Scale and Speed of Digital Linguistic Change

Change has always been a characteristic of language; English is not a language that has
remained unchanged, and each generation has added new words and changed the way they are
used, the tone and pitch in which they are used, and the contexts in which they are used, all of
which have led to differences in the language which are cumulative and become more marked
over time. The new forms of language created, spread, become accepted, and then are pushed
aside or incorporated into the broader language in the digital age is unprecedented. A new word
formed by combining existing elements was invented in a Reddit thread on Monday; by Friday
it could be used everywhere in the world and within months it's in online dictionaries.

Part of this acceleration is related to the sheer scale of digital communication: hundreds
of millions of people engage in overlapping online communities; the innovations that spread
from one language to another can be imitated, replicated in the form of memes, and pushed by
algorithms in platforms more quickly than they could be spread in pre-digital communication.
In addition, it is a function of the nature of the digital communication, in that it is public, text-
based and can be addressed to multiple audiences at once, which makes it extremely conducive
for the quick conventionalisation of new language forms.

Digital language has been studied by linguists in the field of computer-mediated
communication (CMC) since the early days of the internet (Herring, 1996; Crystal, 2001;
Thurlow, 2001), but the new landscape of social media platforms since the mid-2000s has
necessitated significant changes in previous frameworks. The affordances and constraints of
the original 140 character limit of Twitter, the visuality of Instagram, the video-focused nature
of TikTok and the close-knit group messaging of WhatsApp result in unique communicative
ecologies, each with its own pragmatic norms and stylistic conventions.

1.2 Research Questions and Methodology

In this paper, three research questions are answered. To begin with, what are the salient
pragmatic and stylistic characteristics of 'internet English' as a new register? Second, what is
the relationship between non-verbal semiotic resources (emoji, memes, hashtags and GIFs) and
verbal text, and how do they interact to create meaning in digital communication? Third, what
are the contributions of African American Vernacular English and Black digital culture to the
evolution of mainstream internet English? The analysis is based on approximately 2.5 million
words worth of publicly available digital texts gathered from Twitter/X, Reddit, and Instagram
from 2020 to 2024, complemented by close analysis of selected textual and multimodal text
examples.

2. INTERNET ENGLISH AS AN EMERGING REGISTER
2.1 Register Features and the Concept of Digital Orality

Register, in systemic-functional linguistics, refers to a variety of language defined by
the social activity in which it is used, the social relationships between participants, and the role
of language in the activity. Internet English does not constitute a single register but a cluster of
related registers differentiated by platform, audience, and communicative purpose. What these
registers share is a set of features that distinguish them from both standard formal written
English and spontaneous spoken English features that linguists have described as constituting
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a new communicative mode, sometimes termed 'digital orality' or 'electronically mediated
communication.'

The principal features of digital English registers include: reduced capitalisation and
punctuation, particularly the abandonment of sentence-initial capitals and full stops; the use of
creative phonetic spelling to represent informal speech rhythms (gonna, wanna, lemme, tbh);
the deployment of repeated letters or punctuation for expressive intensification (loooool, !!!!);
the use of numerals within words (gr8, 18r, b4); and the creative deployment of syntactic
fragments and ellipsis in ways that exploit the context provided by the visible conversational
thread to make meaning without explicit grammatical completion.

The abandonment of the full stop in informal digital English has attracted particular
scholarly attention. Research by Gunraj et al. (2016) found that text messages ending with a
full stop were perceived by receivers as more insincere and abrupt than identical messages
without terminal punctuation a finding that has been replicated in several subsequent studies
and that illustrates how rapidly pragmatic conventions can shift in digital communication
environments. The full stop, originally a purely grammatical device for marking sentence
boundaries, has acquired a pragmatic overlay in digital English: it signals curt finality or even
passive aggression rather than neutral sentence completion.

2.2 Typographic Play and the Grammar of Irony

One of the most creative and sociolinguistically significant features of internet English
is the deployment of typographic variation capitalisation, spacing, punctuation, and font
mimicry to encode pragmatic stance. The 'alternating caps' convention, in which letters
alternate randomly between upper and lower case (sO yOu ThInK yOu'Re SmArT), has
become a widely recognised marker of sarcasm and mockery. The deployment of excessive
capitalisation for a single word (this is FINE) signals emphatic irony. The deliberate
misspelling 'Teh' for 'the', originating in gaming culture, has become an ironic marker of self-
awareness about the conventions of internet communication.

These typographic devices constitute an emerging 'grammar of stance' in internet
English: a system of visual-linguistic resources that allow writers to signal their evaluative and
affective orientation toward what they are saying in ways that supplement or sometimes
contradict the propositional content of the verbal text. This grammatical function is not
unprecedented  capitalisation, italics, and exclamation marks have always carried some
expressive weight in written English but the range, creativity, and systematic character of
typographic play in digital English represent a qualitative extension of these resources.

2.3 Hashtags, Memes, and the Discourse Architecture of Social Media

The hashtag and meme are two key semiotic tools that have been the focus of significant
linguistic work and are integral to the construction of social media discourse. Hashtags have
become a means of organizing content via metadata tags that Twitter first introduced, but they
now have far more complex pragmatics than just content classification. They serve as ironic
commentaries on the preceding text, as markers of community membership and shared
reference, and as acts of stance taking to place the writer in a recognisable political or cultural
orientation, as well as acts of social movement organisation.

One of the most important developments in the pragmatics of digital English is the
advent of ‘hashtag activism' — the use of hashtag aggregation as a way to coordinate political
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campaigns. Other campaigns, like the one launched with the hashtag #Metoo, the one started
with the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter, and the one launched with the hashtag
#FridaysForFuture, showed that the affordances that a social media platform provides for its
users are not necessarily compressing and do not have to preclude serious political
communication.

Internet memes, the units of cultural information that are usually disseminated as a
combination of images and text, are a unique and theoretically interesting type of digital
discourse that is spread through mimicry and remixing via the internet. From a linguistic point
of view, what is striking about memes is the rapidity with which the format is set up and then
transferred to other communicative uses: the successful meme format provides a frame of
interpretation which subsequent users can use for a virtually unlimited variety of
communicative purposes, and which depends on the shared understanding of the frame for a
meaning whose verbal equivalents would require a lengthy explanation in other modes of
communication.

3. BLACK DIGITAL CULTURE AND LEXICAL INNOVATION
3.1 African American Vernacular English in the Digital Space

One of the most significant and most politically contested dynamics in contemporary
English digital discourse is the role of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) and
Black digital culture in driving lexical and pragmatic innovation in mainstream online English.
Terms that originate in AAVE and Black American cultural production including slay, on
fleek, shade, tea, lowkey, highkey, it's giving, no cap, understood the assignment, and dozens
of others have passed into mainstream digital English with remarkable speed, often losing their
cultural specificity in the process.

Linguistic scholars, particularly those working within Black linguistics (Alim, 2004;
Rickford & Rickford, 2000), have noted that this pattern of adoption without attribution
replicates a long history of appropriation in which elements of Black cultural production are
absorbed into mainstream American and, through digital networks, global culture without
acknowledgment of their origins and without benefit to the communities that created them. The
phenomenon is sometimes described as 'linguistic appropriation': the adoption of AAVE
vocabulary and stylistic features by non-Black users in ways that strip them of their social
context and cultural resonance.

The dynamics of this process in digital communication are complex. Social media
platforms both accelerate the decontextualised spread of AAVE-derived terms and provide new
sites for counter-discourse: Black Twitter, in particular, has functioned as a space where Black
users assert ownership over their linguistic innovations, critique appropriation, and develop
new linguistic resources that remain more firmly anchored in Black cultural contexts even as
they circulate more widely. The study of digital Black English is consequently both a linguistic
and a political undertaking.

3.2 The Viral Grammar of Black Twitter

'‘Black Twitter' a term for the loose network of Black users on Twitter/X who share
cultural references, political commentary, humour, and linguistic style in ways that have made
them a culturally influential force far beyond their demographic proportion of the platform's
user base has developed a distinctive set of pragmatic and stylistic conventions that constitute
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what several scholars have called a 'viral grammar.' This grammar includes the characteristic
'ratio' as a marker of social disapproval, the use of 'sis,’ 'periodt,’ and 'chile' as discourse
particles, the storytelling convention of extended thread narratives, and the 'put some respeck
on my name' construction that entered mainstream internet English with such speed that its
AAVE origins quickly became invisible to most users.

The sociolinguistic significance of Black Twitter's influence on digital English is
difficult to overstate. It demonstrates that the direction of linguistic influence in the digital era
does not follow the hierarchical patterns of prestige that characterised standard-language
ideology in earlier periods: marginalised communities can exercise disproportionate linguistic
influence when they achieve high connectivity and cultural salience in digital networks. This
finding has implications both for sociolinguistic theory and for broader debates about power
and representation in digital public culture.

4. ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING IN THE DIGITAL AGE

The developments documented in this paper present both opportunities and challenges
for English language teaching. On one hand, the enormous quantity of authentic, accessible
English text available on digital platforms represents an unprecedented resource for language
learners: they can engage with natural English communication across a vast range of registers,
topics, and social contexts at any time and without cost. The global spread of internet English
also means that learners can communicate in English with peers from around the world before
they have achieved the levels of formal accuracy that traditional pedagogical frameworks have
considered prerequisites for authentic communication.

On the other hand, the gap between the informal digital English that learners encounter
online and the formal written English that educational institutions continue to prioritise may
create new forms of register confusion. Learners who develop facility in internet English
registers may struggle to recognise when those registers are inappropriate for formal academic
or professional purposes, and may find the conventions of formal written English punctuation
norms, full sentences, passive constructions, disciplinary vocabulary feel arbitrary and
alienating in contrast to the expressive freedom of digital communication.

English language teaching has been slow to incorporate systematic engagement with
digital registers, tending either to ignore them entirely or to treat them as threats to the standards
that formal education upholds. A more productive approach would treat digital English
registers as an object of study in their own right analysing their pragmatic conventions, their
social meanings, and their relationships to formal registers while equipping learners with the
metalinguistic awareness to navigate between registers appropriately in different social
contexts. This approach would draw on the extensive tradition of register-focused language
teaching while extending it to accommodate the communicative realities of contemporary
digital life.

5. CONCLUSION

English in the digital age is not one language, but many: a family of related registers
each with their own pragmatic conventions, stylistic norms and social meanings, spread across
platforms which afford different communicative possibilities and draw in different
communities of users. The forces driving change in digital English platform design, viral
diffusion, community identity, cultural influence from AAVE and other sources work at speeds
and scales unprecedented in mechanisms of language change.

© 2026 The Authors, Published by (PHJSSH). This is an Open Access Article under the Creative
Common Attribution Non-Commercial 4.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/) 43


http://www.phjssh.lexarcheus.com/

Prismatic Horizons: Journal of Social Science and Humanities ﬁ
ISSN: 2583-9284
Vol. 04, No. 01, Jan-Mar, 2026 L \— 4

www.phjssh.lexarcheus.com

This is not to say that Digital English is unorganized or normless. In contrast, the studies
cited in this paper have shown that digital registers evolve very quickly and that they are not
only consistent and learnable, but also socially meaningful. What it does mean is that the
category of 'English' is much more diverse and dynamic than even the most pluralistic pre-
digital representations can contain. For the linguist, this is an extraordinary opportunity: the
digital archive of English gives a record of how people use the language at a scale and level of
temporal resolution that allow forms of analysis which were once unimaginable. It is a reminder
to teachers, policy makers and all who have a vested interest in the future of English that
English has always been and will remain a language of change, of creativity and of diverse
communities of its speakers, regardless of what medium those communities choose to use to
speak their English.
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